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Although they are not feeder birds, martins will eat eggshells
Eggshells:

Although martins nor-
mally will not eat from a
feeder, they will eat
eggshells. Some authorities
feel this is to correct a min-
eral deficiency associated
with their own egg-laying;
others feel it is used as grit;
and still others feel it is a
good source of calcium.
Whatever the reason, most
martins are attracted to
eggshells, and once they
discover a source, colonies
will consume them eagerly.

Females are the biggest
users. Eggshells are eaten
by adults and also fed to
young. A feeder usually
attracts their attention
quicker, is more convenient
and makes for easier view-
ing, but the birds will pick
them up from the ground or
any other surface.

Save your eggshells from
normal kitchen use and
store in zip-lock refrigerator
bags until needed. Break
into pieces the size of small
fingernails. Dry in normal
air or for 2-3 hours spread
on cookie sheets in a low-
heat (200°) oven.

Put them out early in the
nest-building period. Once
the martins start using
them, keep the feeder well

supplied.
Some persons say offer-

ing eggshells seems to have
made the difference in first
attracting martins, but
these cases may be coinci-
dental. It’s definite though,

that offering eggshells will
make your yard more popu-
lar with the martins already
there.

Nesting materials:
Martins probably pro-

duce more of both eggs and
young, and raise healthier
families, if they do not have
to use a great deal of ener-
gy in nest-building. You
can help in this regard sim-
ply by making it easy for
them to build.

At the first sign of nest-
building interest, put a
supply of suitable materials
in a conspicuous place in
your yard, and keep it well
supplied throughout the
period in which your mar-
tins are building nests.
This may stretch over sev-
eral weeks depending on
the size of your colony.
Nest-building is a casual
affair with some martins
and may last as long as a 2-
week period for an individ-
ual pair.

Chances are your sup-
plies will shorten that peri-
od considerably and enable
your birds to get started
laying at earlier dates.

Don’t forget mud. Some
colonies use very little mud,
but nearly all pairs use at
least a little. Use a hose or
buckets of water to create a
small mud puddle some-

where in your yard or gar-
den. It need be no more
than a foot or two in diam-
eter. Check it every day to
make sure it is moist, and
dampen it periodically.

Put both mud and stick
supplies in open locations
so martins landing there
will be safe from lurking
predators.

Nest-building materials
should be cut into conven-
ient lengths of four to six
inches. Materials such as
straw, string, twine, twigs,
strips of corn stalk, pine
needle straw, etc., make
good nest items.

Grasses may not be good
items to offer. Although a
few martins build nests
carefully crafted of fine
grass, these may offer a
better environment for cer-
tain parasites. Offering
somewhat bulkier items
like twigs or straw is rec-
ommended.

Again, free nest-building
materials may not help
start a colony in your yard,
but they can add to the
success of the martins
already there.

Simple plans for eggshell or nesting materials platform

NESTS
Martins typically nest in a cavity of at

least 6”x6”x6”, a size which has proved
quite adequate and which serves as the
standard for modern housing. Some feel a
six-inch cavity should be too small for a 7-
1/2 inch bird, but that idea is deceptive.
Martins can nest successfully even in a five-
inch cavity, but the six-inch cavity allows
more adequate space for development of

5- and 6-egg broods. Overall plumage
dimension is rarely a factor.

This question is put in clearer perspective
by noting the number of adult martins that
can pack themselves into a six-inch cube
during cold weather. We have had many
reports of 12-15 birds packed into a single
room, and we have had 15 in a single com-
partment on at least one occasion in our
own colony at the Junction.

Use of mud varies 
widely — in amount,
type of material 
and construction.
Some construct a wall
behind the door; some
build right out through
the door opening; some
use little or no mud.
Usually SY birds just
scatter mud about 
randomly without any
apparent technique 
in mind.
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Creating a mud puddle in open location can assist martins. 

A variety of nests use little
or no mud. Nest composition
varies from area to area de-
pending on what is available.
Strips of cornstalk are heavily
used in Purple Martin Junction
nests, but so are apple twigs
and several types of heavy
straw and weed stems.


